20         FROM PRIVATE TO FIELD-MARSHAL
" sham-fight" as the phrase went, on Brighton Downs. The day was observed as a holiday in the neighbourhood, and the holiday-makers, with the best of intentions, insisted upon offering more free drinks to my two men than were good for them. As I failed to keep a sufficiently sharp eye on them one of the two yielded to the temptation, and on the way home parted company with his horse, which galloped riderless back to barracks where it was seen arriving by the regimental sergeant-major. The man himself was picked up in the street helplessly drunk, and I, the responsible party, was placed " in arrest." (I may remind the reader that I was still in my teens.)
I had a very unpleasant interview with the commanding officer, Whigham, next morning at orderly room. Looking at the record of my two previous crimes as given in the " defaulters' book," he fiercely remarked, " First you allow a man to escape ; then you allow a horse to escape ; now you allow both a man and a horse to break loose. You are ' severely reprimanded/ and if you ever come before me again I will reduce you to the ranks." I knew that his bark was sometimes worse than his bite, but I also felt that he might be as good as his word, and that it behoved me to be more strict in future in supervising the men under my control. This was well rubbed into me later by the sergeant-major, a non-commissioned officer of the best type and for whose advice I always had the greatest respect.
A few years later the troop defaulters' book containing a list of my offences was either lost or wilfully destroyed. No one was able to discover what had become of it. The offences, not being of a serious nature, had not been recorded in the regimental defaulters' book, or anywhere else except in the missing book, and therefore I was necessarily given, as were all other men similarly situated, a clean sheet in the new book. It remained without an entry throughout my future service in the ranks.
Apparently my latest dereliction of duty was not deemed to be very heinous, for a few months after it occurred I was one of two non-commissioned officers in the regiment recommended to go through a twelve months' course at the riding establishment at Canterbury, in order to qualifyP
